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PAEDIATRIC RHEUMATOLOGY and OPHTHALOMOLGY  

COVID-19 UPDATE FOR FAMILIES AND PATIENTS 12th JUNE 2020 

During this pandemic, clinical teams are keen to work with families and patients to provide 
information and support families with the best available evidence.  This FAQ document is 
accurate at the time of writing but guidance may change.  

The initial shielding advice given in March for children and young people with 
rheumatological diagnoses had to be drawn up using the available data, and made an 
assumption that children on immunosuppressive medications might be at higher risk from 
COVID-19. This was a sensible and safe approach at that time.  

We now know that children have a much milder COVID-19 illness than adults and very few 
require admission to hospital. This is true for children whether on immunosuppressive 
medications or not.   The majority of immunosuppressed children do not seem to be at 
higher risk of severe disease than children in the general population.   This is very 
reassuring.  We also know more about the risks of long periods of shielding, affecting both 
the physical and mental health of our children and young people.   

With this in mind, the paediatric rheumatology and ophthalmology (uveitis) teams have 
worked with other paediatric specialties and the Royal College of Paediatrics and Child 
Health to update the earlier shielding advice for medical teams.  This is now available on the 
RCPCH website (https://www.rcpch.ac.uk/resources/covid-19-shielding-guidance-children-
young-people#sb-site). The agreed advice, across all children’s specialties, is that fewer 
children require shielding than was thought, and that most patients should be able to safely 
go to back to school, as long as they follow government guidelines for social distancing and 
handwashing.   

The guidance attached is for all patients under care of paediatric rheumatology and 
ophthalmology, but this does not replace the clinical advice provided by local clinical teams. 
Please use this information to inform the choices that you make as a family. Stay in touch 
with your own team who will continue to provide the clinical care and advice your child 
needs. 

Government guidance for shielding is changing frequently, so please check the government 
websites for the most up to date advice:  
From NHS England: https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/guidance-on-shielding-
and-protecting-extremely-vulnerable-persons-from-covid-19 

NHS Northern Ireland: https://www.nidirect.gov.uk/articles/guidance-shielding-extremely-
vulnerable-people 

NHS Scotland: https://www.nhsinform.scot/illnesses-and-conditions/infections-and-
poisoning/coronavirus-covid-19/coronavirus-covid-19-shielding 

NHS Wales: https://gov.wales/shielding-extremely-vulnerable-people 
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Here is a list of the FAQs answered below – click on any question to jump to the answer: 

What information has led you to advise about which children can stop shielding? 

So which paediatric rheumatology / ophthalmology patients DO require shielding? 

The advice says that I don’t need to continue shielding my child, but I want to keep 
shielding so I can keep them safe – is that OK? 

My child’s rheumatology or ophthalmology team told us that we don’t need to shield 
them, but we also received a text or letter telling us that we should shield. Isn’t it just 
better to listen to the advice to shield? 

My child hasn’t had a letter asking us to shield them, but I’ve had a look at the RCPCH 
website and think we should be shielding them 

If I was told previously that I needed to shield my child when can they safely return to 
school? 

Is it safe for my shielded child’s siblings to return to school? 

What precautions are there at the schools to protect my child? 

Should I let my child use public transport or school buses to travel to school? 

Should my child wear a face mask/covering at school? 

Will I be fined if I don’t send my child to school? 

What about after school activities and clubs – can my child attend these? 

When and how will the child who is shielding return to school? 

Is it safe for me to return to work when my child is still shielding? 

I’m a frontline worker but my child has been told to shield: what should I do? 

Will my employer allow me to stay at home rather than return to work if I need to 
shield my child? 

If I have to return to work and my child is shielding, what childcare provision is safe for 
my shielded child? 

 
 
Each question is dealt with in the order as above, see below:  
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SHIELDING 

What information has led you to advise about which children can stop shielding? 

We have reviewed (and continue to do so) all the international evidence on COVID-19, 
including what happens to healthy children, those with rheumatological conditions, and 
those who are on immunosuppressive medication.  A summary of the evidence is available 
here: https://www.rcpch.ac.uk/resources/covid-19-research-evidence-summaries  

Up to date evidence suggests children are not at significant risk with this infection. Most of 
the evidence so far also suggests that children are not usually the carriers who bring the 
infection back in to the home and infect others.   
 
As stated above, the overall impression is that fewer children require shielding, across all 
specialties, including paediatric rheumatology. This also means that most of our patients 
could safely go to back to school, if a school place is available, as long as they are able to 
follow government guidelines for social distancing and handwashing.   

 

So which paediatric rheumatology / ophthalmology patients DO require shielding?  

According to the discussions to date the recommendations are that the following children/ 
young people with rheumatological / ophthalmological (uveitis) conditions should remain 
shielded:   

o Those who have been on cyclophosphamide or 
o Those on high dose oral steroids, defined as >/= 0.5mg/kg/day, for 4 or more 

weeks, within the last 4 weeks 
 

There may be other children / young people with medical situations that mean they also 
need shielding.  If you feel that may be the case for your child / young person, then you 
should discuss that with your clinical team.   

All other patients do NOT require shielding, including those previously in the ‘moderate risk’ 
group.  For example, this includes children on two immunosuppression medications such as 
mycophenolate or methotrexate plus a biologic treatment. These and other similar children 
can go to school as it reopens.  

 

The advice says that I don’t need to continue shielding my child, but I want to keep 
shielding so I can keep them safe – is that OK? 

We now know much more about the impact of the virus in children and young people. The 
evidence suggests that you do not need to shield your child unless this is advised according 
to the new guidance (https://www.rcpch.ac.uk/resources/covid-19-shielding-guidance-

https://www.rcpch.ac.uk/resources/covid-19-research-evidence-summaries
https://www.rcpch.ac.uk/resources/covid-19-shielding-guidance-children-young-people#revisions-and-updates
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children-young-people#revisions-and-updates) or advised by your child’s rheumatology / 
ophthalmology team. Children have a much milder COVID-19 illness, and the emerging data 
also suggest that children on immunosuppression treatment don’t have a higher risk of 
severe COVID-19 disease.  

We know that we need to protect those who may be extremely clinically vulnerable to 
COVID-19, but we also know that we need to protect children and young people from the 
physical and psychosocial aspects of unnecessary shielding.  

When it comes to returning to school, parents have a choice. They may feel strongly that 
they do not want to send their children to school.  Legally, parents do not have to send their 
children to school – there will be no penalties or fines if children stay at home at present.   

 

My child’s rheumatology or ophthalmology team told us that we don’t need to shield 
them, but we also received a text or letter telling us that we should shield. Isn’t it just 
better to listen to the advice to shield? 

We know that some families who now don’t need to shield their children had letters or texts 
instructing them to shield. Some families have listened to specialist advice, and have let the 
shielding helpline know to remove their child. Other families would rather go by the 
shielding letter they have received. They believe that if someone actually sent them a letter 
about needing to shield then this must be correct.  

We know that some health authorities did not have up to date details about children’s 
medication and health status. Your specialist teams have the most complete and up to date 
information about your child’s health status, so their advice is really important.  

Previously, the advice from the different specialities which used immunosuppression 
treatments in children did not always agree. Since then the Royal College of Child Health 
and Paediatricians has worked hard to involve rheumatologists, ophthalmologist, 
gastroenterologists, kidney specialists and other teams so that we can offer similar guidance 
to the children we look after. This should mean that there is not so much conflicting advice 
sent to families (https://www.rcpch.ac.uk/resources/covid-19-shielding-guidance-children-
young-people#revisions-and-updates).  

 

 My child hasn’t had a letter asking us to shield them, but I’ve had a look at the RCPCH 
website and think we should be shielding them 

Please talk to your child’s rheumatologist or ophthalmologist so that they can discuss this 
and if needed give you a letter which confirms your child’s need to shield  

 

 

https://www.rcpch.ac.uk/resources/covid-19-shielding-guidance-children-young-people#revisions-and-updates
https://www.rcpch.ac.uk/resources/covid-19-shielding-guidance-children-young-people#revisions-and-updates
https://www.rcpch.ac.uk/resources/covid-19-shielding-guidance-children-young-people#revisions-and-updates
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RETURNING TO SCHOOL 

If I was told previously that I needed to shield my child when can they safely return to 
school? 

Current Government guidance is: children only need to continue shielding if they are in the 
new shielding category defined above. We do not yet know when this period of shielding 
should end. Government guidance for shielding is changing frequently, so please check the 
government websites for the most up to date advice. Adults and children who are “clinically 
extremely vulnerable” can now spend time outside their homes with members of their 
households. Those who live alone can also have contact with one person from outside the 
household, but they must still follow social distancing guidelines.  

There is NO evidence that children who are on two immunosuppression medications (for 
example, mycophenolate or methotrexate plus a biologic treatment) need to shield.  
 

Is it safe for my shielded child’s siblings to return to school? 

Follow the advice from Department of Education 

https://www.rcpch.ac.uk/resources/covid-19-talking-children-families-about-returning-
school-guiding-principles 

The current advice is that the siblings of shielded children can return to school when it 
reopens, as long as the following is true:   

- Advice on living with extremely clinically vulnerable individuals is followed 

(https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/guidance-on-shielding-and-
protecting-extremely-vulnerable-persons-from-covid-19/guidance-on-
shielding-and-protecting-extremely-vulnerable-persons-from-covid-19#living-
with-other-people) 

- The sibling returning to school is able to understand and follow that guidance 
and able to adhere to guidance on handwashing and hygiene 

 

 

What precautions are there at the schools to protect my child?  

Schools are working really hard to ensure their environment is as safe as possible for pupils 
and staff.  The Department of Education has released guidance for schools on how to 
protect children and staff, and will be regularly updating this guidance as more schools 
reopen:  

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-implementing-
protective-measures-in-education-and-childcare-settings/coronavirus-covid-19-
implementing-protective-measures-in-education-and-childcare-settings 
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Should I let my child use public transport or school buses to travel to school?  

The government advice is that all those in the UK should avoid public transport where 
possible.  If this is not possible for you, there is some evidence that face coverings are 
helpful in settings where people aren’t able to keep their distance. This means wearing a 
face covering on public transport. However, please remember that face coverings or masks 
do not protect the child wearing them, but instead protect those around them. The most 
important step to help protect children and adults from catching COVID-19 is regular 
handwashing, following hygiene advice, and keeping distance from others.  

 

Should my child wear a face mask/covering at school?  

Currently, there is no evidence that wearing a face mask or covering in settings where 
individuals are able to distance themselves helps to protect an individual from COVID-19. 
The best way to protect children is to make sure that handwashing, hygiene, and distancing 
advice is followed. This is why your children should only be returning to school if they, and 
school staff, are able to follow this guidance. This guidance may change, so please check the 
government websites for the most up to date advice. 

 

Will I be fined if I don’t send my child to school? 

No, currently this is not the case. 

 

What about after school activities and clubs – can my child attend these?  

Schools will only be permitted to re-open activities and clubs if they are able to follow the 
guidance around keeping staff and children safe. If they are able to follow this guidance, 
your child can attend once schools reopen.  

 

When and how will the child who is shielding return to school?  

We don’t yet know. The advice around vulnerable adults and children is likely to change as 
more information becomes available and we understand more about the virus. 
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EMPLOYMENT 

Is it safe for me to return to work when my child is still shielding?  

You should follow the advice from Public Health England 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/guidance-on-shielding-and-protecting-
extremely-vulnerable-persons-from-covid-19/guidance-on-shielding-and-protecting-
extremely-vulnerable-persons-from-covid-19#living-with-other-people 

 

I’m a frontline worker but my child has been told to shield: what should I do?  

If your family is able to practice social distancing at home by separating out the family's 
roles at home, this may allow other family members to continue to work in frontline roles. 
However, they should support the 'shielding' process by following, as far as possible,  
guidance on social distancing when outside the home. 

There is more advice from Public Health England:  

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/guidance-on-shielding-and-protecting-
extremely-vulnerable-persons-from-covid-19/guidance-on-shielding-and-protecting-
extremely-vulnerable-persons-from-covid-19#living-with-other-people 

and from the RCPCH:  

https://www.rcpch.ac.uk/resources/covid-19-shielding-guidance-children-young-
people#frequently-asked-questions-on-shielding 

 

Will my employer allow me to stay at home rather than return to work if I need to 
shield my child? 

This will depend on your job and individual circumstances.  If you have a carer for your child 
and you are able to appropriately socially distance at work, you can do so.  If not, then your 
employer will need to consider if they can re-deploy you to something where you can 
socially distance or whether you need to be at home caring for your child. 

 

If I have to return to work and my child is shielding, what childcare provision is safe for 
my shielded child?  

Children who are shielding should not be exposed to individuals from outside of your 
household, including friends and family that don’t usually live with you, even if you are 2 
metres (3 steps) apart (https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/guidance-on-
shielding-and-protecting-extremely-vulnerable-persons-from-covid-19/guidance-on-

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/guidance-on-shielding-and-protecting-extremely-vulnerable-persons-from-covid-19/guidance-on-shielding-and-protecting-extremely-vulnerable-persons-from-covid-19#living-with-other-people
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https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/guidance-on-shielding-and-protecting-extremely-vulnerable-persons-from-covid-19/guidance-on-shielding-and-protecting-extremely-vulnerable-persons-from-covid-19#living-with-other-people
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/guidance-on-shielding-and-protecting-extremely-vulnerable-persons-from-covid-19/guidance-on-shielding-and-protecting-extremely-vulnerable-persons-from-covid-19#living-with-other-people
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/guidance-on-shielding-and-protecting-extremely-vulnerable-persons-from-covid-19/guidance-on-shielding-and-protecting-extremely-vulnerable-persons-from-covid-19#living-with-other-people
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/guidance-on-shielding-and-protecting-extremely-vulnerable-persons-from-covid-19/guidance-on-shielding-and-protecting-extremely-vulnerable-persons-from-covid-19#living-with-other-people
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https://www.rcpch.ac.uk/resources/covid-19-shielding-guidance-children-young-people#frequently-asked-questions-on-shielding
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https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/guidance-on-shielding-and-protecting-extremely-vulnerable-persons-from-covid-19/guidance-on-shielding-and-protecting-extremely-vulnerable-persons-from-covid-19#living-with-other-people
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shielding-and-protecting-extremely-vulnerable-persons-from-covid-19#living-with-other-
people). If you are not sure who else can help you care for your shielded child, contact your 
local council https://www.gov.uk/find-local-council for advice. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/guidance-on-shielding-and-protecting-extremely-vulnerable-persons-from-covid-19/guidance-on-shielding-and-protecting-extremely-vulnerable-persons-from-covid-19#living-with-other-people
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/guidance-on-shielding-and-protecting-extremely-vulnerable-persons-from-covid-19/guidance-on-shielding-and-protecting-extremely-vulnerable-persons-from-covid-19#living-with-other-people
https://www.gov.uk/find-local-council

